According to Annette Weiner, 'the object acts as a vehicle for bringing past time into the present so that the histories […] become an intimate part of […] identity'. 1 Therefore the museum exhibition, a heterotopic site 'capable of juxtaposing in a single space several real spaces, several sites that are in themselves incompatible' emerges as the optimal site not simply for foregrounding through objects historical narratives we might hitherto have been unaware of but also for informing and misinforming our sense of self through these objects' curation and display. 2 The curator's intention may clash with the viewer's interpretation or preceding knowledge, but ultimately it is the curator who has the power to inform identity through the narrative they choose to tell about the objects on display.
The 'Splendours of the Subcontinent' re-emerged into the light (albeit dimmed for their preservation) of the Cartwright Gallery in Bradford in the midst of the nostalgic and neo-Imperialist rhetoric that accompanied Brexit and the sudden interest in postcolonial matters from popular media.
This atmosphere represents a curatorial conundrum: deploy the objects in order to highlight histories that challenge Imperial nostalgia and empower postcolonial communities or make them recite reductive narratives designed to comfort a specific assumed (white) audience. were not to be exchanged on the trip, but this being quite out of keeping with the traditions of Indian courts and British/Indian relations (during the eighteenth century and early nineteenth century gifts were essential to the business relationships of the East India Company), it was eventually allowed that gifts of 'curiosities, ancient arms, and specimens of local manufacture' would be appropriate presents for the prince's reception.
5
'Curiosities' was the British analogy for the 'explosively beautiful visual productions of India' as Jonathan Jones notes in his article 'Fugitive Pieces'. 6 To describe them as art would have been to admit that India and Indian people were capable of creating art, and therefore possibly unworthy candidates for colonial rule which was premised on their inferiority. Instead, they were given the exoticising pseudonym The language in which India became legible through the exhibition of these objects was one of exquisite, exotic riches. Articulating India 'as a rare object: the "jewel in the crown"' was particularly necessary at this moment as a distraction from the events of the 1857 Sepoy revolt and the assassination of Richard Bourke, Viceroy of India in 1872. 11 On their return from that tour of Europe, the Splendours were consigned to the archive of the Royal Collection, never to be exhibited together again until now.
Through didactic panels and the volunteer-led tour that I joined on my visit, the exhibition in uncoercive. 13 The impression of ahistorical, even pro-Imperial sentiments is compounded by the fact that the exhibition proudly identifies itself as part of the '2017 UK-India Year of Culture' which claims to be 'celebrating the long-standing relationship and vibrant cultural history between the UK and India'. 
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Gifts were an essential aspect of British colonial power: Nicholas Thomas writes that 'the fundamental principle [of the gift] is that the giver acquires some sort of superiority over the receiver.
A relationship of indebtedness is therefore established'. 16 As previously noted, the Splendours were recuperated by the British as mere 'curiosities' and used to promote the idea of a glorious Empire through their display, which simultaneously obscured the humanity of colonised people. These beautiful objects do not tell an altogether beautiful story, and the curatorial decision of the Cartwright Gallery to obscure this ugliness is, to me at least, fundamentally troubling.
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